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ABSTRACT

Equitable Assessment for Elementary Dual-Language Learners
by
Joliette Mandel

Advisor: David Bloomfield

This thesis points out the contradictions between the goals of standardized testing and the
goals of dual-language elementary education. I argue that dual-language elementary schools in the
New York City Department of Education would be better served by a performance assessment
model to measure student and school accountability for several reasons. Performance assessment is
more equitable for students who are marginalized by their race, language, or class. Many students
who attend dual-language schools in the NYCDOE fall into all these categories. I will discuss in
depth why standardized testing is failing students, particularly those in dual-language elementary
programs. Next, I will propose that performance assessment become the new standard, and duallanguage educators should join into a consortium to make this dream a reality. I present several
case studies in which performance assessment is being used at a high-scale, and how these models
can inform new practices within NYCDOE dual-language elementary schools. I believe that a pilot
program can be test on a few schools, and eventually scaled up to encompass other dual-language
schools. I will lay out a several-phase implementation plan and answer any questions that
stakeholders and policymakers may have.
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INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE
In twenty-first century American schooling, high-stakes testing is unequivocally at the core
of public school curricula. Test scores are frequently seen as a barometer of individual and
school-wide academic success by politicians, policy makers, and the general public. However,
these standardized tests place a burden on students who are not monolingual English-speakers,
particularly those who are enrolled in dual language programs and schools. As a teacher in a
dual-language elementary school, I have seen firsthand the difficulties that students, families,
teachers, and administrators face in the name of testing. I feel it is my responsibility to argue that
high-stakes testing is not an accurate, objective measure of my students’ academic achievement.
While I understand that some may consider my perspective to be biased since I am a direct
stakeholder in educational assessment, I believe that this actually strengthens my claim to join
the conversation. I am working from a Transformative Activist Stance, a term coined by
Stetsenko and Vianna (2014). In educational research done from a Transformative Activist
Stance, researchers take a “politically non-neutral orientation...that fully abandons detached
neutrality and insists that education and democratic politics do not occupy separate domains”
(Stetsenko and Vianna, 2014, p. 578). Education is inherently political, despite a widely held
view that public education should be politically objective (López, 2019). The content of
curricula, content delivery methods, teacher training, and the funding that fuels schools are all
rooted in politics. Therefore, it would be counterintuitive to think that educational research can
be apolitical. Josué López succinctly argues, “Transformation in educational institutions is not
simply a question of best instructional practices but is deeply pedagogical in the most political
sense of the word” (López, 2019, p. 285). It is impossible for human researchers to not bring
their own political perceptions and judgements into educational research as well. No one is
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immune to subjectivity, regardless of intention or accreditation. As such, I would like to start this
paper by establishing my role in the issue at hand.

My “WHY?”
My first year as a full-time lead teacher was in the 2018-2019 school year, and I taught
fourth-grade in a dual-language classroom in the Bronx. My school was new and still expanding.
I was working with the founding class of students and I was developing an inquiry-based
curriculum. A few months after I began teaching, I was informed that my students’ fourth grade
New York state test scores were going to impact their educational futures. In New York City,
there is a choice system set up for families to choose the school they want their child to attend.
Middle schools consider fourth grade state test scores during the admissions process. At nine or
ten years old, the scores my students received on their tests in fourth grade would deeply impact
their opportunity to go to middle schools of their choosing. From there, high schools would
consider the quality of the student’s middle school education as they select their student body.
Finally, a student’s high school ranking and their GPA would combine to form their prospects for
college and a career.
So, I thought to myself, does that mean that this child’s educational trajectory rests on this
one state exam score? Does this exam truly have the ability to measure my students’ potentials
and capabilities? While of course other factors would have the ability to impact the course of
their education, this realization struck a chord in me. I knew that my students’ potential should
not simply be based on a couple of scores from a test they took in an isolated period during
fourth grade. This was not a clear measure of who they were as students.
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Every person who has come into contact with the American educational system knows that
it is a work in progress, from parents to students to educators to politicians. Many educators and
policymakers can attest to the fact that there are many issues that need to be addressed; so much
so that it always feels impossibly difficult to know where to start. When I became a teacher, I
quickly joined the ranks in finding these problems. However, the more I dug into the problems,
the more hopeless I became. I realized the only way that I could carry on in this field is to stop
focusing on the problems and instead start thinking about potential solutions. Baby steps can
make a tremendous difference over the course of time. I am focusing my efforts on taking a baby
step towards equity in the realm of assessment for students enrolled in dual-language elementary
programs.
The rest of this paper has been broken into chapters for the sake of clarity. The first chapter
of this paper will lay out the political orientation of public education today and the causes of an
over-reliance on state tests as a measure of success. I will discuss how standardized testing
negatively impacts black and brown children in particular, especially those enrolled in
dual-language programs at their schools. Also, I will explain how neoliberalism has been a major
factor in defining the purpose of education in American society today. In the second chapter, I
propose that using performance-based assessment tasks to create a portfolio of work for
accountability purposes will be more equitable for students enrolled in dual-language programs. I
will explain how this solution could be made into a reality from start to finish, and I will address
any possible issues that may arise. This solution is a true proposal for the New York City
Department of Education to consider, and I am attempting to directly address stakeholders in the
implementation of such a proposal. Finally, I will present some case studies where similar
projects have been carried out to use performance assessments for accountability. This case study
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chapter will shed light on what has worked in scaling up performance assessments, as well as
lessons that can be learned from past mistakes. My goal with this paper and the ensuing proposal
is to create a change in the system. At the least, I aim to clarify that a change is seriously needed
in the way student and school success is assessed, particularly for young bilingual students.
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CHAPTER 1: DEFINING THE PROBLEM
In this chapter, I will first explain how widespread standardized testing began based on the
political orientation of public education today. Then, I will explain how politics has created a
culture of funding education based on high-stakes testing and how this negatively affects
students of color as well as multilingual students. Finally, I will lay out beginning
recommendations for educational reform regarding testing and assessment in bilingual education
settings.

The Neoliberal Agenda in Education
Public education was born out of Horace Mann’s concept of a “common school,” a
publicly funded school meant for all classes of Americans. The common school was meant to
“reflect both the concern for stability and order and the concern for social mobility” (Sadovnik et
al., 2018, p. 74). Horace Mann was a part of a group of educational philosophers who believed
that education for the masses would help to teach all citizens the skills necessary for participating
in a democracy (Sadovnik et al., 2018). In particular, literacy is necessary to enable American
citizens to stay informed and vote. Democratic education is still revered by many educators,
however, it is not at the core of most public school curriculum. Instead, a capitalistic view of
education as a means to train future workers is the more dominant philosophy now. Much of the
rhetoric revolving around educational reform today refers to education as “the key to global
economic competitiveness, so that improving education is fundamental to United States global
economic superiority” (Sadovnik et. al, 2018, p. 32).
In this vein, a new wave of political ideology managed to catch the attention of
educational policy makers and deeply embedded itself into public education around fifty years
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ago. Its name is neoliberalism. In 1978, Milton Friedman, a self-proclaimed “classical liberal,”
described the state of education as “deplorable” and cites the growth of educational bureaucracy
coupled with lower SAT scores, reading levels, and math levels as evidence (LibertyPen, 2013).
Policymakers largely bought into these claims in 1983 when the National Commission on
Excellence published its influential report, A Nation at Risk: “This report provided a serious
indictment of U.S. education and cited high rates of adult illiteracy, declining SAT scores, and
low scores on international comparisons of knowledge by U.S. students as examples of the
decline of literacy and standards” (Sadovnik et al., 2018, p. 87). In an effort to fix the perceived
decline of standards and achievement, educational reform became a hot policy topic.
Neo-liberals incorporate capitalistic principles into their view of education. They believe
a more competitive market can create a better system altogether (Sadovnik et al., 2018, p. 32).
Neo-liberals have fought for a choice school, encouraging the expansion of the charter system
and school vouchers (Sadovnik et al., 2018, p. 32). Many claim that these schools are better
because they boast higher test scores. Neo-liberals believe that educational success is dependent
on individual factors, but what differentiates neoliberalism from conservatism is their regard for
policy to support the system.
…Neo-liberals believe that state intervention is sometimes required to ensure that failing
schools or districts improve. Therefore, Neo-liberal policies include…the closing of
failing schools, and, as in No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top, federal measures to
support and reward successful educational policies, and negative sanctions to punish
failing policies. (Sadovnik et al., 2018, p. 32)
In regards to education, Mirra and Morrell explain, “neoliberal thought conflates
democracy and global capitalism... (and) an explicit focus on the democratic purposes of
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schooling has been subsumed by a larger economic imperative” (2011, p. 408). In opposition to
the democratic education view, the goal of education from the perspective of neo-liberals is to
create graduates who are ready to be workers and consumers. These actors play critical roles in
the cycle of capitalism, so their performance is viewed as a product (Mirra & Morell, 2011). As
with all products in capitalism, students’ learning has become quantified in order to judge how
successful schools, teachers, and students themselves are. This is done through high-stakes
testing that has been mandated on national, state, and local levels. High-stakes testing has
become a profitable industry in itself, doubly increasing the incentive for neo-liberals to lobby
and push the testing agenda in the political realm.
Neoliberal ideology has transformed the goal of education from learning as an action to
learning as an outcome. Biesta (2011) explains that in English, the word “learning” can mean
both the process and outcome of changing through activities deemed educational. Biesta (2011)
posits that “learning” is often defined as positive changes in behavior or thinking. A judgment
call is made by the educator or evaluator about what constitutes positive and negative changes.
For example, a dog owner may say, “My dog learned to sit,” but then say, “My dog got into the
habit of peeing on the rug recently.” Here, learning is associated with a positive behavior change,
while the negative behavior change is just deemed as a new habit. Clearly, learning is truly in the
eye of the beholder. What one person considers to be positive, another may consider to be
negative.
As a result, the creators of standards and high-stakes tests hold tremendous power. They
have the authority to determine what is considered valuable learning and what is not valuable
learning. Because high-stakes tests are produced by privatized companies, many businesses hold
a stake in determining the content and format of the items that make up each test. The testing
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industry is made up of the companies that create these tests as well as all of the test prep
materials and supplementary lessons. “Nationwide, the standardized testing industry makes over
$1 billion per year on state contracts, and just last week…This is state money that goes to private
testing companies like Pearson and McGraw-Hill instead of going to our schools” (Avilés, 2021).
The monopolistic companies in this industry account for many jobs and a solid chunk of the
American economy. To question the validity and reliability of standardized tests is to question
the existence of this industry as a whole.
Additionally, “neoliberal education agenda also promotes unquestioning consumption of
what is considered “scientific” or “objective” knowledge,” and this further legitimizes the
validity of testing results (Mirra and Morrell, 2011, p. 410). Meanwhile, no one can be a true
authority on knowledge.
Ironically, Mirra and Morrell (2011) point out that while high-stakes testing is a product
of neoliberalism that is meant to test for college and career readiness, many high-paying careers
require collaboration and communication skills that are completely missing from these tests.
Instead, students are tested individually, in a single timeframe, and minimal real life
problem-solving is required in most of these tests. Students are unable to consult, revise, edit, or
collaborate with peers. These are all critical skills that are a more accurate depiction of what
many students will need in their ideal future workplace. Consequently, standardized tests are
really not a good measure of a child’s future potential in the workplace. If educators truly want
to buy into neoliberalism, then schooling needs to more accurately reflect the current workplace.
Assessing student work that has been created over time and in collaboration with peers is a more
holistic representation of students’ skills. Assessment should emphasize how students use
information rather than their ability to regurgitate facts.
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Further, the neoliberal culture of education is not one that emphasizes lifelong learning,
and instead it stresses the importance of passively receiving knowledge. Biesta (2011) discusses
the importance of learning cultures in education. Biesta explains, “...learning cultures are the
social practices through which people learn. A cultural understanding of learning therefore
implies that learning is not simply occurring in a cultural context but is itself to be understood as
a cultural practice” (Biesta, 2011, p. 202). The cultural practice in place currently in the public
education system is one in which many students and the schools they attend are seen with a
deficit perspective, instead of highlighting what students can do and accomplish.

A History of Public Legislation and Funding Linked to Testing
National, state, and local policies have transformed neoliberal-backed testing into an
unwelcome reality for many students and educators over the last several decades. National
educational acts passed by several American presidents have spearheaded the testing movement
due to mandates connecting school compliance with accountability measures (via standardized
tests) and federal funding.
In 2002, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which
had major national implications for schools. NCLB (2002) grew out of “a logical progression of
the standards movement initiated in 1983 by A Nation at Risk and in federal legislation under
Presidents G.H.W. Bush (Goals 2000) and W.J. Clinton (Goals 2000)” (Sadovnik et al., 2018, p.
477). While the intention of this law was to ensure that schools and teachers were being held
accountable for the success of all students, there were serious issues with the way in which this
accountability was enacted. Students in grades 3-8 were required to take annual statewide exams
in math and reading. In high school, students needed to complete another one of these exams
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between grades 10-12 (Sadovnik et al., 2018). Further, each of the fifty states had to set
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) goals to determine the amount of students that were required to
score “proficient” on the exams in every single school (Sadovnik et al., 2018).
“In order to meet AYP, not only must each subgroup make progress in each year in each
grade in each subject, but there must also be 95 percent participation of each subgroup as well”
(Sadovnik, 2018, p. 477). What this means is that schools were legally mandated to test all of
their students’ performance with standardized tests. Then, the data was stratified to check that all
students, including marginalized students, were making progress in the curriculum. The goal of
NCLB (2002) was to help schools across the country gradually reach 100% proficiency in each
subject by 2014. This was an extremely ambitious goal; too ambitious, as President Obama
realized when he took office.
In 2009, Obama inherited a Department of Education with the requirements of NCLB
(2002) still in place. He soon realized that it was unrealistic to expect schools to reach 100%
proficiency by 2014, so he created the Race to the Top Act of 2011 (RTTT). “The primary goal
of this initiative was to aid states in meeting the various components of NCLB” (Sadovnik et al.,
2018, p. 478). RTTT (2011) was a national competition between states to receive extra federal
funding if they showed growth in their state education systems. Many states applied to receive a
chunk of the $4.35 billion grant. Monetary rewards were given if states could show that they had
shown growth by adopting or creating high standards, using data to inform teaching practices,
quality teacher performance, and decreasing the achievement gap (Sadovnik et al., 2018).
As a part of RTTT (2011), the federal government issued waivers from NCLB adequate
yearly performance requirements to states that adopted Common Core Standards. The waivers
ensured that these states would no longer be penalized if the students in their state did not show
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100% proficiency on standardized tests across the board by 2014 (Sadovnik et al., 2018).
Naturally, states were quick to adopt Common Core Standards. In a way, Obama had forced the
hand of many states to adopt nationally accepted standards. Technically, it is illegal for the
federal government to require a specific curriculum, but this action was legal since the term
being used is “standards” instead of “curriculum.” In order for states to be eligible to receive the
RTTT (2011) federal grant money, they needed to tie teacher evaluations to state test scores in
order to measure how these new Common Core Standards were being met. Accountability was
measured by students’ test scores on standardized tests, and this accountability is linked to the
federal and state funding that each school received (Menken and Solarza, 2012). Now instead of
states being penalized and blamed, the blame landed on teachers.
In 2015, President Obama replaced NCLB of 2002 (and in effect, RTTT) with a new law
called The Every Student Succeeds Act ([ESSA], 2015) that is still in effect today in 2022. The
U.S. Department of Education claims that ESSA has made several changes to NCLB (2002)
policies, yet accountability for high-standards and quality teaching through
statewide-assessments is still seen as a major component of the law (U.S. Department of
Education, 2021). The main difference in the ESSA (2015) statute in comparison to NCLB
(2002) is “it eliminated the targets of NCLB that all students will become proficient by a
particular date… (and) eliminated RTTT’s often punitive testing regimes for teachers”
(Sadovnik, 2018, p. 479). What this means is that Adequate Yearly Progress became a thing of
the past. Schools are no longer being flagged as “Need of Improvement” and eventually shut
down just due to low test-scores. However, accountability is still measured by standardized test
scores under ESSA. On an everyday level for students, teachers, and administrators, the change
from NCLB (2002) to ESSA (2015) has minimally lessened the effects of high-stakes testing.

12
States and local districts have followed suit in relying on test scores, and they have even
added extra layers of pressure to federally and state-mandated testing since the beginning of
NCLB (2002). Again, it is all in the name of accountability. These measures have not lessened
much after ESSA (2015) replaced NCLB (2002). For example, schools in the New York City
Department of Education receive a “city report card” each year to judge which schools are
performing better than others. Two of the three criteria that these report cards are based on
involve students’ test scores (Menken & Solarza, 2012). However, do these tests measure what
students are truly learning everyday in their schools? Is this truly the best barometer of
measuring a school’s success?
Students do not only become literate in math and English during the 1,200+ hours spent
in the classroom each year. Students are also becoming literate in emotional languages, literate in
art, literate in music, literate in sports, literate in divergent problem solving. Further, many
students are becoming literate in languages other than English. High-stakes tests, incentivized by
monetary gains, ignore all of these literacies and prioritize only those viewed by neoliberalists to
signal success in the American workplace.
By placing such pressure on these few academic subjects, the government is signaling
that these are the skills that should be valuable for citizens. Meanwhile, plenty of today’s citizens
who have passed these standardized tests are able to read the news, but are they able to critically
analyze and question sources for credibility and validity? Do they have the socioemotional
capacity to work well with others and solve conflicts? These are skills that seem critical for
citizens of a functioning democracy to possess.
There is, however, a loophole in the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) that most states
have neglected to acknowledge. As cited by the Massachusetts Consortium for Innovative
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Education Assessment (an important group that will be more thoroughly acknowledged in
chapter 3), “up to seven states can be approved to replace state standardized tests with locally
designed assessments that meet specific technical quality criteria (Famularo et al., 2018, p. 2).
This loophole could be the key that educators have been searching for, and it has been hidden in
plain sight.

Effects of High-Stakes Testing on Black and Brown Students
High-stakes testing has led to an examination of students’ scores across race and class
lines. For decades now, examinations of test scores have created what is known as the
“achievement gap” referring to the gap between the scores of white, middle-class students and
the scores of students of color, especially those who are from low-income homes. Ezekiel
Dixon-Román and Rochelle Gutiérrez have appropriately named the obsession with this
achievement gap as “gap gazing” (2011). This term accurately sums up how the gap has been
treated by researchers for many years; studied from afar with a sense of amazement and wonder.
Dixon-Román and Gutiérrez point out that the focus on closing this gap “suggests nothing is
wrong with the system…In addition, achievement gap studies often fail to question the validity
of measurement tools or the choice to focus on measurement” (2011, p. 23). Numbers and
measurement are never fully objective. Test items derive from a human’s original ideas, and we
are not robots. Hence, data points are skewed because the assessment instrument is biased.
Furthermore, the question as to what type of content is on tests comes into play when
considering the validity of measurement tools, namely these high-stakes tests. Further,
“researchers and practitioners fail to question the underlying assimilationist goal and…framing
the problem as an achievement gap supports deficit thinking and negative narratives about
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marginalized students” (Dixon-Román & Gutiérrez, 2011, p. 23). There is an implicit expectation
that students who are not “succeeding” need to work to reach the same levels of “success” and
conform to the culture that their non-marginalized peers are a part of. The result is the hegemony
of white, middle-class culture is upheld in schooling through the use of high-stakes tests. “And,
by failing to interrogate these hegemonic institutions, the achievement gap perpetuates the myth
that the problem (and therefore the solution is technical in nature)” (Dixon-Román & Gutiérrez,
2011, p. 23). The achievement gap conversation created in the wake of high-stakes testing is
another way that power dynamics and privilege go unexamined in the American education
system. This sets the stage for black and brown students to fail because the system was never
created for them.

Impact of High-Stakes Testing on Multilingual Students
The population most affected by high-stakes testing mandates has been emergent bilingual
students (who are also a part of the black and brown students mentioned in achievement gap
conversations) in public schools. Not only are these students marginalized by their cultures and
race, but they are also marginalized a step further: through their language, a human’s primary
means of communication.
In 1974, the Supreme Court set a precedent in Lau v. Nichols that required schools to ensure
that regardless of a child’s native language, the child had the right to participate in the
curriculum:
Where inability to speak and understand the English language excludes national
origin-minority group children from effective participation in the educational program
offered by a school district, the district must take affirmative steps to rectify the language
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deficiency in order to open its instructional program to these students. (U.S. Department
of Education, 2020)
A similar case occurred the following year in New York: the Aspira Consent Decree (1975). In
the ruling of this case, the outcome was the same. Multiple U.S. courts have ruled that children
should be able to access education regardless of the language they speak. Despite the fact that
there are legal mandates requiring bilingual programs in schools with highly concentrated
populations of students who speak the same non-English home language, testing mandates have
put pressure on these programs to prioritize English over home language (Menken & Solarza,
2012). Studies have shown that when students continue to progress in literacy in their first
language, that their English literacy skills strengthen over time (Menken & Solarza, 2012).
Regardless of what research has shown about the necessity of bilingual education,
legislation dictating school accountability has led to a decrease in balanced bilingual instruction.
For example, “NCLB is found to encourage instruction in English only...as emergent bilinguals
and their schools must prepare for high-stakes tests in English and are disproportionately likely
to fail and be penalized” (Menken & Solarza, 2012, p. 102). When NCLB (2002) was in effect,
schools whose students failed to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) two years in a row were
penalized. First, these schools were marked as “In Need of Improvement.” This designation
allowed the federal government to provide extra funds and professional development to try to
turn the school around (Sadovnik et al., 2018). However, if AYP was still not met after
intervention, these schools were “restructured,” meaning fully shut down and replaced with a
new school (Sadovnik et al., 2018).
Menken and Solarza (2012) found through interviews with administrators and teachers in
New York City that principals often choose which instructional programs to use at their school
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based on their success at heightening student test scores. As a result, programs that are designed
to leverage languages other than English, namely dual language programs, tend to get pushed out
of existence in the name of accountability. This contributes to an already existing culture of
English hegemony within dual language programs.
Despite the goals of dual language programs to develop bilingual, biliterate, and
bicultural students, teachers in these programs have expressed that they do not believe these
goals are truly being obtained (Babino & Stewart, 2018). Part of the issue is that English is
always given more power compared to the partner language that is being taught at a dual
language school. This is because students are constantly receiving subliminal and explicit
messages both within and outside of school that English is the language of power in the United
States (Babino & Stewart, 2018). Language is a signifier of culture, and the dominating culture
in the USA is white, male, middle-class, English-speaking and heteronormative. Students, as
well as teachers, internalize these hidden messages and in turn, they may “continue to act in
ways that privilege English even if they value bilingualism in general and the minoritized
language in particular” (Babino & Stewart, 2018, p. 276). This is a phenomenon known by
educators as the hidden curriculum that is taught in school; the cultural signals that are passed
through small actions.
Many dual language teachers have felt that the pressure to prepare their students for
high-stakes testing in English is too great of a challenge to honor the dual language models they
strive towards (Biesta & Stewart 2018). High-stakes testing is again seen as an obstacle for
curricular goals that would benefit a marginalized population of students.
Further, many students who are recognized as English language learners and given the
option to take a test in their home language are still not being served equitably. In my experience,
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students frequently begin taking the test in their L1 and decide that they would like to see the test
in English. This is because in order to access their full language capabilities, they need to work
in both languages. Students need to translanguage, or use both languages simultaneously, to fully
express themselves when they are bilingual (or multilingual). Students taking state exams are
only allowed to choose one language to respond with throughout the test. However, we know
that bilingual children’s capacities in one language is not equivalent to their total language
capacities. Particularly in the early testing grades of elementary school, measuring bilingual
children’s abilities in one language compared to monolingual peers will result in data that looks
like a larger language gap than the one that truly exists. I can attest to seeing this phenomenon on
a day-to-day basis as a dual-language educator.

Impact of High-Stakes Standardized Testing on NYCDOE Dual-Language Elementary
Schools
Within the New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE), there are 161 elementary
dual language programs servicing thousands of students across the five boroughs (New York
City Department of Education, 2021). The goal of all of the dual-language programs is for
students to become bilingual, biliterate, and bicultural in English and another language (most
prominently, Spanish or Mandarin). With that being said, NY state tests only assess students
enrolled in dual language programs on their math skills in their home language, while their
reading and writing abilities are based on their competency in English only. Inherently, this
shows a contradiction between the model of the school and the model of the assessment.
Students are receiving a clear message that the goal of bilingual education, particularly biliteracy,
does not matter much outside of the school building. The English-only state assessments show
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the clear hegemony of English within our educational system, despite the fact that the United
States does not even have an official national language.
Furthermore, dual language students are being compared to their monolingual age peers on
their reading and writing abilities in English with the implication that their scores should be the
same. Many of the students at dual language schools are learning English as their second
language, and even those whose first language is English but enrolled at dual language schools
are at a disadvantage when compared to monolingual peers. For students who are in elementary
school, language proficiency and abilities are still developing. Clearly, this is taken into account
as standards change from grade to grade, but it is more complicated for students who are learning
multiple languages.
Children who are learning more than one language still develop their vocabulary, syntax,
and other parts of language development at the same rate as other children, but spread over two
languages (Menken & Solarza, 2012). For example, if a child at 4 years old is expected to know
about 2,000 words, a child who speaks another language knows some proportion of these 2,000
words in the two languages combined. Therefore, when their language abilities are judged in just
one language, it appears that they have less developed language abilities than they do in reality.
This is a trend that will continue through childhood and adolescence, until the child’s language
abilities are fully developed. Yet, multilingual children’s English literacy scores are still expected
by the state and educators to be comparable to those of monolingual children.
Another large part of the problem is the fact that current standardized assessments require
testing skills that need to be taught apart from the actual material being measured through the
test. The phrase “teach to the test” has been used by educators for decades. In order for students
to be successful when taking standardized tests, teaching to the test has become a necessary evil.
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Every year, teachers devote valuable instructional time to teaching students how to complete
multiple choice questions, short answer questions, and craft essays in a specific way. Again,
more instructional time becomes devoted to only teaching in English in order to meet time
constraints. While the hope is that throughout the school year teachers have been equipping
students with the broader skills they need to succeed on these assessments, the reality is that
many teachers end up “item-teaching.” Resnick and Zurawsky describe this phenomenon:
“When teachers match their teaching to what they expect to appear on state tests of this sort,"
they write, "students are likely to experience far more facts and routines than conceptual
understanding and problem-solving in their curriculum.... Narrow tests...can become the de facto
curriculum” (2005). The curriculum frequently tends to shift away from teaching the skills that
students truly need, and it moves towards focusing on shortcuts that will help students score
higher on standardized tests. This will hurt our students, not help them. Students who are in dual
language programs are already learning in English less frequently than their monolingual
counterparts, and their instruction should not be further short-changed by teaching to the test.

Where Can We Go From Here?
As established, high-stakes testing is a top-down mandate that is forced upon public
school administrators and teachers on many levels as a mediocre accountability measure. Since it
is fully indicative of students’ success, particularly in dual language schools or programs, the
question now is: how can it be changed or avoided? This is a question that many teachers have
asked themselves but given into the pressure. It is easier to comply than to try fighting against
the system and risk upsetting administration or families (and thus risking their jobs). However,
Babino and Stewart found that administrators actually believe that teachers at dual-language
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schools have agency to push for their students’ interests (2018). They may welcome new ideas
more than teachers believe.
If change is going to happen, a bottom-up approach may be needed because top-down
policies have been encouraging high-stakes testing for decades, and the impetus does not seem to
be slowing. Teachers need to take a transformative activist stance, and act as change agents
within their school communities (Vianna & Stetsenko, 2014). This can look many different ways.
One way that dual-language teachers can take a bottom-up approach to activism in this area is by
educating the school community about the negative effects of placing a strong emphasis on
testing scores. Advocating for families to opt out of the tests can create a tidal wave effect, and
transform the focus of the school.
One instance of this phenomenon is at Brooklyn New School, an NYCDOE elementary
school in Carroll Gardens, where families were opposed to standardized tests. The school has
been using an alternative assessment method to still appeal to accountability measures but in a
more holistic model that is authentic to the school’s project-based model. While this school is not
a dual language school, this is still a good example as it shows how the staff and families have
come together to create a change that has positively affected students’ learning and honored the
mission of the school simultaneously.
A way to counter the hegemony of English within dual language schools would be to
encourage students to use their full language facilities through a practice called translanguaging.
Translanguaging is the action of multilingual speakers incorporating multiple languages within
the same sentence or conversation, in order to more seamlessly use all of their language abilities.
This is important especially for emergent bilingual students as well as all bilingual students who
are in elementary grades (regardless of how long they have been speaking two languages). This
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is because when language is developing in young children or newly bilingual people, the
language abilities are split across two systems. Research has also shown that children who are
bilingual develop vocabulary and grammar patterns at the same rate as their monolingual peers
(Menken & Solarza, 2012). However, since these abilities are split over two languages, they may
present as slower language acquisition until a child’s capabilities combined from both languages
is examined.
Since each person is only one entity, not two separate people who speak different
languages, we should treat the full language capacities as a single unitary system (Babino &
Stewart, 2018, p. 276). Presently, many bilingual programs force teachers and students to
separate English and the partner language in an attempt to immerse students in only one
language at a time. However, when students are speaking and writing, they should be allowed to
respond in whichever language or a combination of both in order to more fully explain their
thoughts. Teachers can advocate for their bilingual programs to incorporate both languages more
seamlessly.
As an educator, I am tired of gap gazing, I am tired of focusing on what is not working,
and I would like to search for what will work. Eve Tuck (2009) points out that there is so much
damage-centered research involving marginalized communities (including bilingual students),
but the work stops there. Researchers rarely present solutions to problems, nor do they go to the
source to learn what is to be desired in these communities. Tuck (2009) calls for desire-centered
research. She suggests that instead of trying to fix systems that are clearly broken (hence the
apparent “achievement gap” that has only been growing year after year), there needs to be
another solution for assessing students (Tuck, 2009). Standardized testing does not take into
account the funds of knowledge and cultural capital that people of color have, and they clearly
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favor white culture. With that being said, alternatives need to be tested out in order to work
towards fixing the system. This is my goal. Though it may be a lofty goal, I want to take a good
swing at it.
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CHAPTER 2: THE PROPOSAL
I am hoping that this paper can lead to the beginning of true change in this messy system
that is the New York City Department of Education. As such, I have written the following letter
to Mayor Eric Adams of New York City and Chancellor of Education David Banks:
Joliette Mandel
59 W 88th St #BR
New York, NY 10024
Mayor Eric Adams
City Hall
New York, NY 10007

21 April 2022

Dear Mayor Eric Adams and Chancellor David Banks,

I am writing to you on behalf of dual-language teachers in NYCDOE schools, urging you
to reconsider the way that students enrolled in bilingual elementary schools are assessed on an
annual basis. I am a graduate student enrolled in the Master’s in Liberal Studies program
concentrating in Urban Education at the CUNY Graduate Center, and I am also a fourth year
teacher at a dual language elementary school in the Bronx. Throughout the education field, there
has been consensus that the manner in which students are tested currently through NY state
exams does not reflect students’ actual abilities. However, there has not been agreement as to
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how we can improve our assessment system and continue to track student achievement
throughout the city and state.
Mayor Adams, I have read your platform and policy ideas, and I know that you believe in
a “whole-child approach” which includes “de-emphasizing testing culture” in schools (Eric
Adams 2021, 2021). Your platform states that you will not get rid of state testing, but you believe
that “the DOE should go above and beyond to celebrate innovative approaches to education that
create informed young adults prepared to succeed in college and/or career” (Eric Adams 2021,
2021). You mention that your administration will adjust graduation requirements, but that is for
high school students. But what about where testing culture begins? How will you address these
issues at their root in elementary schools?
I would like to propose that elementary-aged students enrolled in dual language programs
throughout the NYCDOE be assessed via performance assessments that would mirror the
performance-based assessment tasks (PBAT) administered in the group of high schools that are a
part of the New York Performance Standards Consortium. Other states that lead educational
movements, such as Massachusetts, have begun to accept performance assessment as a means of
accountability for elementary students in many districts. I believe that NYC should follow in
these revolutionary footsteps and take the next step in holistic educational assessment.
In the following chapters, I have outlined a plan for how that would be possible and why it
is important to consider. Thank you in advance for your consideration of this pressing problem
and my proposal.

Best,
Joliette Mandel
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A Possible Solution in Sight
The issues with standardized testing have been brought up time and time again since 2001
when the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) heightened testing culture in all
American public schools. However, the real conversation lies in the possible solutions. The
solution will certainly be intricate with many layers of logistics, like all policies. My solution is
for dual-language elementary schools to obtain waivers that exempt them from state testing, and
replace these tests with performance assessments. While I believe that performance assessment
should truly override standardized testing for all students, I know that change needs to happen
incrementally. Therefore, I propose that the beginning of this change start with a group of
students who are in most need of this change now: students at dual-language elementary schools.
In order to create a fuller picture of this proposal, I will address the questions below in the
subsequent sections of this paper:
● What would this type of assessment look like?
● What would be the time commitment for teachers and students?
● How could this be justified as an alternative NY state test for dual language students?
● How would this be a more holistic approach to assessment?
● How would this affect the budget for the NYCDOE?
● What is the anticipated pushback from stakeholders and how can it be mitigated?
● What would be the implementation process of this recommendation?
What would this type of assessment look like?
Performance assessment would be an alternative assessment to standardized testing that
would be a fully comprehensive view of a student’s growth throughout the school year. Changing
over to performance assessment will also affect teaching methods for the better. You might be
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wondering what a performance assessment is altogether. Performance assessments have many
working definitions and come in many forms. Essentially, performance assessments are any
measurable test of a students’ skills or knowledge that are being applied in a context that mirrors
a real-life situation, including “essays, speeches, exhibitions, and projects” (Tung & Stazesky,
2010, p. 2). Performance assessments may or may not have time-constraints, and they can be
used for formative or summative assessment purposes (Tung & Stazesky, 2010). Performance
assessments enable students to show what they know in a way that is applicable to their lives,
which can motivate them to truly own their learning. For example, a student will more likely be
inclined to write a high-quality persuasive essay if they know that they are going to present their
findings to a true audience at the end of a project versus writing an essay that is timed and
written in one sitting for a state test. This form of assessment lends itself to project-based
learning and ongoing inquiry in the classroom. The greatest difference in grading performance
assessments over other forms of assessment is that there are not necessarily right and wrong
answers, instead grading is based on a student’s ability to hit learning objectives, including both
content and skills (Tung & Stazesky, 2010).
Performance assessments are currently being used in the high schools that are a part of the
NY Performance Standards Consortium to serve as a substitute for Regents state exams (see
chapter 3 for more details). I am proposing an elementary school version of these assessments for
dual-language schools. The model would be quite similar. Elementary dual-language teachers
would work together to design the task questions to be high-level, engaging tasks that require
deep inquiry and investigation on the part of the student. The tasks will typically have many
answers, and they will require the student to use skills from multiple disciplines to complete
them. From there, individual teachers will differentiate the tasks to their curriculum to make
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them relevant to the students’ learning. In doing so, the projects can be student-directed and
based on their personal interests. The student choice and voice that is built in through this format
will heighten both student engagement and motivation throughout the process.
Next, students will take several weeks, or even months, to complete each task. Since in the
elementary grades, students will typically take an ELA test and a math test, these would be the
focus of the two tasks. However, incorporating other disciplines, such as science and social
studies is very viable and can bolster the goals of the assessment. In order to complete the tasks,
students will need to conduct research, write a full explanation of their work, and they can create
a visual representation of their project, too. Each student will have specific time to confer with a
teacher or with a small group throughout the project. This will allow students to revise and edit
their work, which is more authentic to project processes in the workplace. In addition, students
will be able to work through their ideas and research in both of the school’s target languages in
order to process the information. Then, they can write and publish their ideas fully in English
afterwards. This mentoring and revision would specifically be helpful to students enrolled in dual
language programs because they could still complete their projects in English but their learning
would uphold the integrity of their dual language programs. Or, schools could opt for bilingual
final products and ensure that project reviewers, from both within the school and outside experts,
are bilingual reviewers.

Why are performance assessments a more genuine approach to assessment?
As stated early in this paper, standardized tests do not fully measure bilingual students’
capabilities, especially because they are given in only one language at a time. This approach to
assessment would allow students to use their full language capabilities throughout the project.
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When students complete an extended-time performance assessment, they need to conduct
research and write about their findings (Tung & Stazesky, 2010). This approach will allow
students to research in multiple languages to more fully understand the topic that they are
investigating. Additionally, students can write in both languages leading up to their final writing
piece in order for students to consolidate their knowledge. The final writing piece would need to
be in English for state accountability purposes, but students are able to use their full language
abilities during the process. A separate part of the project could also be required to be in the
other target language to ensure that dual-language schools are meeting their goals. Throughout
this project, students will still see that their bilingualism and biliteracy are important and useful.
Thus, this assessment would be more aligned with the true goals of dual language education of
fostering bilingualism, biculturalism, and biliteracy.
As I mentioned earlier, current standardized tests that are taken in one sitting in isolation
do not reflect current workplace skill demands. Students’ final products on performance based
assessment tasks will more accurately reflect their abilities and projected performance in the
workplace. They will work on a project for an extended period of time and collaborate with
mentors and peers to enhance the quality of their work. This is what truly happens in most fields
in the twenty-first century. Thus, completing performance assessment tasks would both prepare
students for the realities of the workplace today while simultaneously accurately depicting their
capabilities.
Furthermore, performance assessments do not carry the same historical baggage that
standardized tests do. Many people do not know that standardized testing actually has an
extremely racist history. Standardized testing is related to IQ testing, and other forms of
psychological testing that were initially developed to intentionally prove that whites are
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inherently intellectually superior (Knoester & Au, 2015). Many scholars have pointed out the
“flawed assumptions and construction of the tests themselves, as well as of the use of test results.
However, almost no scholarship connects the flaws of standardized testing with the mechanisms
of white supremacy and racial segregation” (Knoester & Au, 2015, p. 5). Knoester & Au (2015,
p. 8) point out that many standardized tests, from state exams to the SATs, are considered to be
objective but the construction process of the exams are biased:
Thus, because the SAT is constructed on past performance of SAT takers as a predictor of
what makes a ‘good’ SAT question for future tests – and past performance correlates
strongly with race and class, the SAT is fundamentally built around a self-reinforcing
cycle of racism that limits the college access of non-whites.
Clearly, test construction is just a part of a cycle that validates white students and punishes black
and brown students because the tests are basing the test questions on white students who are
already passing the tests with flying colors.
Standardized tests are a part of the neoliberal call for objective measures of individual
achievement and a data-driven picture of the meritocratic education system they believe is in
place (Knoester & Au, 2015). The authority of standardized tests and the decisions made based
on them rely on the tests being neutral:
Legitimizing the accuracy of the test therefore rests on their appearance of objectivity,
bathed in the language of science and measurement, an approach consistent with the
‘objective’ methods of 19th century psychologists…the presumed objectivity of
standardized tests are use, vis-á-vis the ideology of meritocracy, to mask racist outcomes
embedded within the very tests themselves. (Knoester & Au, 2015, pp. 6-7)
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This mirage of objectivity is shattered when one examines the evidence, as many scholars have
over the years. Furthermore, decisions to close schools, fire teachers, track students into narrow
paths, and so much more are based on high-stakes test scores. Since so many black and brown
students’ scores are subpar in comparison to their white peers, these students tend to get pushed
away from many educational opportunities (Knoester & Au, 2015).
In addition, Knoester & Au (2015) convincingly argue that high-stakes standardized
testing has reinforced a cycle of school and neighborhood segregation as white parents rely on
test scores as the key determinant of school quality. Test score averages are secret codes for
explaining the racial demographics of schools, and when white parents choose to send their child
to the school with better test scores it frequently is code for sending their children to schools with
a higher proportion of white students (Knoester & Au, 2015). Knoester & Au (2015, p. 9) make
the connection between test scores and the resulting school segregation via parent choice:
Given the strong correlations of race and economic class to high-stakes, standardized test
scores (Au 2009), and given the disproportionate numbers of people of color living at or
below poverty levels (Rothstein 2013), such test scores can serve as a proxy for parents to
make functionally racist judgments about school and educational quality without talking
about race explicitly.
As has been made clear, standardized testing is a divisive tool that has been a result of white
supremacy leaking into education and educational policy.On the other hand, research has shown
that performance assessments are less biased based on race and class compared to standardized
tests. Tung and Stazesky (2010) point out:
Outcomes on traditional standardized tests often show gaps in achievement by
race/ethnicity. Some have show that the use of performance assessments, which assess a
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broader range of skills, reduces ethnic differences in test scores and college admissions
while allowing a greater diversity of students to achieve at a higher level. (Tung &
Stazesky, 2010, p. 4)
Performance assessments are significantly less biased towards race and class than standardized
tests because they are open-ended and allow for student voice and choice. Performance
assessments are not designed with inherent racial biases in language, construction, and
standardization the way that standardized tests unfortunately are (Knoester & Au, 2015).

What would the time commitment be for teachers and students?
In the elementary grades, students in New York are tested annually in mathematics and in
English language arts (reading and writing). In fourth grade, students also need to take a science
exam in addition to the two other subjects. So, third graders and fifth graders would need to
complete two performance based assessments tasks and fourth graders would need to complete
three. The complexity of each task would determine how long they would take, but it would be
about a couple of months for each task to be completed. What may be more effective would be
for one task to encompass all of the subjects, especially for young learners. Regardless, this
would be a time-consuming process. However, the time requirements for the performance based
assessment tasks would be deeply embedded into the curriculum in order for students to learn
content, research, and create their projects. Teachers would need to plan their curriculums
accordingly to encompass these tasks.
Students will need to meet with teacher mentors for small group conferences and
guidance. This could be built into school schedules, or it may require time before or after school
for meetings. If these meetings were to be scheduled for before or after school, it would require
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extra commitment on the part of these students, their families, and the teachers. However,
elementary schedules are relatively flexible and I believe that dual language schools could make
these time commitments work.

How could this be justified as an alternative NY state test for dual language students?
In order for this to be considered an alternative state assessment, the dual-language
schools that would adopt this assessment model would need to obtain waivers. The schools
would require a federal waiver from ESSA, the Every Student Succeeds Act, in order to formally
indicate that the school is still being held accountable for holding students to high standards but
through a different measurement than the state test that is used in the rest of the state. As a result,
a waiver from this rule would most definitely be necessary for this alternative assessment to
come to fruition. There is language within the text of ESSA that encourages some states to use
alternative assessments if they find it feasible. Regardless of the fact that this would be a change
for just some schools in New York City, not all of New York state, this clause is helpful in
making my case.
The number of students enrolled in elementary dual language programs is small
compared to the overall number of elementary school students in the New York City Department
of Education. As mentioned earlier, there are only 161 dual language programs (most of which
are only parts of schools, not entire schools) while there are over 700 elementary schools (New
York City Department of Education, 2021). This is just within NYC. Therefore, the number of
students in these programs compared to the number of elementary students in the state is small.
However, the difference that this change could make for this subgroup of students could be huge.
These are the numbers that the U.S. Department of Education is analyzing on a national level. If
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a waiver was given to the elementary-aged students enrolled in dual language programs in order
to participate in alternative assessment, the statewide and national data would not be affected on
a statistically significant level. This could also be an argument that would win over staunch
supporters of testing data for large-scale accountability.

How would this affect the budget for the NYCDOE?
Budgeting is extremely important to consider when presenting a policy proposal or
change. Implementing performance-based assessment tasks for dual language students would
minimally affect New York City’s education budget, yet there would be great benefits for the
students and their teachers. According to a report written by Chingos in 2012, New York’s
reported budget for standardized testing was about $3.3 million in 2011 alone. But, New York is
one of the only states that delegates the scoring of tests to local districts. All of this money is
coming directly from taxpayers’ pockets into the pockets of privatized companies that create the
tests. This $3.3 million benefits corporations more than it benefits the educational sector buying
the products.
Some of the costs that the state may have had to deal with are pushed down to the city
level. The NYCDOE currently trains and pays teachers within the system to grade the tests. This
means that the city is already paying for state assessments to be scored and some of these funds
can be diverted. The majority of the financial resources that would be required for this proposal
to be put into place would be needed to pay teachers per session (overtime) if they need to confer
with students before or after school in order to meet the time requirements of mentoring.
Additionally, professional development would be needed for teachers as schools begin to

34
implement performance based assessment tasks. In order for professional development to
happen, staff need to be hired to facilitate workshops and work with teachers and administrators.
Roughly ten central staff members would need to be hired by the NYCDOE to create a
performance assessment task force. Each staff member costs about $100,000 in gross pay
including benefits. Hence, about $1 million would be required to scale performance based
assessments to all of the dual-language elementary students in the city. According to the
NYCDOE website (2022), the budget for the 2022 FY budget is $38 billion dollars. One million
dollars in comparison to the NYCDOE’s enormous budget is so small, especially considering the
positive impact that would come from investing in alternative assessment.

What is the anticipated pushback from stakeholders and how could it be mitigated?
While many people would be excited by the prospect of alternative assessment for
elementary-aged multilingual learners, there are certainly others who would not be receptive to
this change. Specifically, I would expect there to be some form of pushback from both teachers
and parents.
First of all, many parents want their children to practice taking standardized tests at a
young age in order to prepare them for other high-stakes standardized tests, such as the SAT or
the ACT. Some jobs, including teaching ironically, require tests in order to be qualified for the
profession. According to Caroline Bermudez at Education Post (2016), many parents actually
believe that standardized tests are important for their children: “Parents agree testing is important
to show student progress and identify areas of improvement, but disagree over whether it
accurately measures achievement...Very low-income parents, those making less than $25,000 per
year, are more accepting of tests as a means to show progress and ways to improve.” Many
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students who attend dual-language schools are from immigrant families, some of which fall into
this category. Immigrant parents who have come to the United States seeking opportunity
frequently see high test scores as a means of helping their children to rise up into better schools
(middle school, high school, college) which can lead to more career opportunities.
In this case, fourth grade test scores are actually used to make admission decisions to
middle schools. Also, parents took tests in school when they were students, so they tend to
believe that testing is an inevitable part of schooling. As a result, it is possible that parents would
want their children to be taking traditional standardized tests and be opposed to
performance-based assessment tasks.
However, if students were to partake in alternative assessments, they would still be taking
low-stakes tests throughout the school year. Plus, passing performance-based assessment tasks
will be no easy feat. Completing this type of assessment could be considered by many middle
schools to add to a student’s admission profile and actually give them a leg up. Plus, the
experience of completing a challenging project from start to finish from a young age would give
students a competitive edge and a taste of the real world.
Teachers may also be resistant to implementing performance based assessment tasks in
their elementary classrooms because of the time-consuming nature of the process. Teachers are
already asked to do so much every year with responsibilities stacked one on top of the other. As a
teacher myself, I would argue that the time in which teachers typically devote to test prep
instruction can be devoted to mentoring students, and project workshopping. I believe that
teachers will feel genuinely more satisfied when they see the results of their students’ hard work
more accurately reflecting the teaching and learning that is happening in the classroom. Finally,
administrators can help their teachers to get on board with the alternative assessment process by
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giving them time in their daily schedule to mentor students, and pay them per session (over time)
for related work outside of regular school hours. Everyone is resistant to change at first, but it is
about time that we try to fix a broken system that teachers have been complaining about for
decades now.

What would the implementation process of this recommendation look like?
In order to implement this proposal, I believe that a four-phase implementation process
would be necessary. The first phase would be the Development Phase. During the Development
Phase, teachers from a few dual language elementary schools will work together to develop task
requirements and protocols. I believe that between two to five participating schools would be
more than enough at this early stage in the process. Professionals from the NY Performance
Standards Consortium can work with elementary dual-language teachers in order to ensure that
the performance based tasks have the integrity of the high school version but at a
developmentally appropriate level for younger students. Elementary educators from
Massachusetts and New Hampshire schools where performance assessment is used can be
consulted, too.
It will then be the group of teachers who are a part of the Development Phase that lead the
charge during the second phase, the Trial Period Phase. As the name indicates, this would be a
trial period for the guidelines laid out by the cohort of educators during the Development Phase.
This small group of teachers would test out the developed tasks and protocols with their own
students in their classrooms. They would record their observations and experiences throughout
the process in order to tweak the protocol as necessary. These teachers and their students would
fully participate in the process from task introduction to round-table presentations. During the
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Trial Period, the students who are a part of the trial would also take the state tests, too, in order
for their scores to be compared to the work of their final projects. By doing so, students,
teachers, administrators, and parents would see whether or not the alternative assessments fully
benefited the students and the school overall.
If all goes well during the Trial Period Phase, implementation will move into Phase 3:
Adoption. At this point, educators will have the necessary evidence to prove that an ESSA
waiver would be helpful and appropriate for their students, and these waivers could be obtained
for the participating schools. The performance based assessment tasks will fully take the place of
state testing at these schools during the Adoption Phase. During the Adoption Phase, educators
will still need to meet routinely to brainstorm ideas, discuss challenges to their work, and support
each other.
Finally, the last phase would be the Expansion Phase. This will likely be two to three years
down the road from the initial Development Phase. At this stage, teachers who have been a part
of the early phases will be able to share their knowledge and experiences with other teachers.
These teachers will host professional development for educators at other dual-language
elementary schools, with the goal of spreading this form of assessment. During the Expansion
Phase, a team of educators may need to be formed to specifically staff the professional
development necessary for this project to be scaled up. A team of experts will form to assist
schools who are looking to switch to performance based assessment tasks, and it will be at this
point that the city will need to create more positions in the NYCDOE in order for this
professional development to happen.
This is the vision that I have, but of course there will be bumps along the way. It is likely
that educators participating in the early stages of the project will need to go back to the drawing
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board and gather several times to discuss what is working and what is not working. Hopefully,
summers will be a good time for teachers to meet and reflect on their practices. We are
frequently telling students that we learn from mistakes, don’t give up, and try again. This will
definitely be an important mindset to have throughout the process of implementation.
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CHAPTER 3: CASE STUDIES
Performance assessment is not a new phenomenon in education, but using performance
assessment on a larger scale is challenging. However, there are groups of schools that have been
using performance assessments for accountability purposes in several states throughout the
country. When attempting to create a new system, we must learn from others’ successes and
failures in order to produce the best possible outcome. As such, I will detail several examples
where performance assessment has been utilized to its full potential to capture student learning to
aid future reforms.

New York Performance Standards Consortium (NYPSC)
The New York Performance Standards Consortium (henceforward referred to as the
NYPSC) was established in the 1990s and it comprises several high schools located across New
York state (http://www.performanceassessment.org/). What makes this group of secondary
schools so special is that their graduation requirements differ from the rest of New York public
high schools. NYPSC Schools have varying degrees of exemptions from the Board of Regents
(the bureaucracy in New York state in charge of education) when it comes to standardized
testing. These schools have received waivers from the state to graduate students based on
carefully-crafted performance assessments, called Performance Based Assessment Tasks
(PBATs). I had the opportunity to speak with Ann Cook, the NYPSC’s executive director, as well
as a high school English teacher at one of the NYPSC schools. Further, I have reviewed literature
around the NYPSC’s successes and research. From these inquiries, I have gained insight into
how the New York Performance Standards Consortium came about and how it has developed
over the last three decades.
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The NYPSC was originally born out of the state’s Compact For Learning in which the NY
Education Commissioner, Dr. Thomas Sobol, paired schools that were deemed successful with
those that were labeled as failing (http://www.performanceassessment.org/). While working with
the schools in the Compact For Learning, educational experts Deborah Meier and Steve Phillips
noticed that many of the schools that were performing exceptionally well included performance
assessments to measure student achievement (http://www.performanceassessment.org/). Many
NYC schools were basing the majority of instruction on test preparation. At the exceptional
schools, however, educators were creating genuine learning opportunities for students and
assessing them through rubric-graded projects (A. Cook, personal communication, February 2,
2022). It was at this point that Meier and Phillips were granted permission from Commissioner
Sobol to elevate the Compact’s work.
Next on the agenda was to create a group of schools with a rigorous performance
assessment system that could be standardized, hence establishing the New York Performance
Standards Consortium. According to executive director Ann Cook, the Consortium was founded
in the early 1990’s with the intent for performance assessment to become the primary and sole
form of assessment at these schools (A. Cook, personal communication, February 2, 2022). In
1998, the Consortium’s agenda hit a roadblock when the Commissioner announced that high
school students would be required to pass Regents exams in order to graduate (A. Cook, personal
communication, February 2, 2022). This was a response to the educational inequities that were
being noticed across the state. It was thought that if all students had the same expectations for
graduation that it would create a more equitable educational system. The move to Regents
graduation requirements was fueled by the country’s push to heighten educational standards in
order to compete more thoroughly with other countries. This was a response to A Nation at Risk,
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a 1983 report mentioned in chapter 2 that stated that American students were not nearly as
advanced in academics as students from other developed nations worldwide (Sadnovik et al.,
2018, p. 477). With that being said, after 1998 the schools that had been doing this work were
suddenly required to have all students pass five Regents exams in order to graduate high school.
It was not until later that the Consortium schools were able to slowly and surely attain waivers
from the majority of these Regents requirements in order to more fully continue the work that
they had begun (A. Cook, personal communication, February 2, 2022).
The NY Performance Standards Consortium is made up of 38 high schools that have
worked together to create a set of exact expectations to frame assignments that will lead to
student-directed, inquiry-based projects. For all of the Performance Based Assessment Tasks
(PBATs), a broad task is laid out which requires critical thinking and deep learning into a topic of
a student’s choice. In fact, “the tasks grow out of curriculum and classroom discussions and
allow for student contribution and choice” (http://www.performanceassessment.org/). The
student needs to conduct thorough research, write a paper, revise and edit their work several
times, and finally present their work to a panel of reviewers. The reviewers include both teachers
and field experts from outside of the school. During the student presentation, not only does the
student give a planned presentation but they also answer several questions posed by the panel to
show how well they understand and own their project. This oral presentation is highly impressive
for high schoolers, and it can be excellent practice for students who plan to go into academia,
management, sales, or various other fields.
This project and assessment model is particularly helpful in schools with many
multilingual learners. Students have the ability to obtain the content knowledge necessary to
create their project in whichever language best suits their needs (S. Nuonsy, personal
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communication, February 3, 2022). Reading, watching videos, and participating in discussions in
their home language are all accessible ways for students to develop their understanding
throughout the project. Eventually, students can use the information they have gathered in order
to write their papers. The reports show the student’s full breadth and depth of their knowledge,
and they can be written in a target language that is not the original one that they learned the
content in, but students can still explain their projects well (S. Nuonsy, personal communication,
February 3, 2022). The effect of using their full language facilities throughout the project is
powerful.
My colleague at the Graduate Center is an English teacher at an international high school
in NYC that uses PBATs to graduate students. She reported the work that students produce is
both impressive to adults and impactful to the students themselves (S. Nuonsy, personal
communication, February 2, 2022). She says that students know that completing one PBAT can
take a whole semester, and the process can be daunting. There is an intense amount of feedback
and revision involved in the PBAT process, and teachers have actually been focusing their
professional development around revision rubrics and feedback protocols (S. Nuonsy, personal
communication, February 2, 2022). This requires students to reflect deeply upon their own work
and develop metacognitive skills that many adults struggle with. Many students have returned to
their high school after graduating, and reported that the growth they experienced during the
PBAT process enabled them to be more successful in college than many of their peers from more
traditional schools (S. Nuonsy, personal communication, February 2, 2022).
The switch from teaching with test prep materials to preparing full-on PBATs was not
easy for teachers. The resource most needed is one that all teachers will tell you they are short
on: time. Each NYPSC school has a different model that works for them. At my colleague’s
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school, there is one designated teacher per PBAT who is in charge of leading the other teachers
each year (S. Nuonsy, personal communication, February 2, 2022). She has been the designated
PBAT leader a few times and explained, “Just being the PBAT teacher is a lot of work and
pressure because you are setting up your students and leading the project for the school” (S.
Nuonsy, personal communication, February 2, 2022). The PBAT teachers need to focus
specifically on helping their students with their research project, as well as crafting well-written
reports. In order for the responsibility to not only fall on these teachers, the school pairs every
student completing a PBAT with a mentor teacher, and they follow a specific schedule that
allows for this to happen with hours longer than most high schools (S. Nuonsy, personal
communication, February 2, 2022). An additional challenge is that every few years, the NYPSC
brings teachers together to revise rubrics as necessary (A. Cook, personal communication,
February 2, 2022). The changes in rubrics can sometimes require teachers to shift their teaching
again.
At this international high school, teachers are fully on board with the mission of PBATs
from a political and emotional perspective so they are completely invested (S. Nuonsy, personal
communication, February 2, 2022). While PBAT work is challenging, it can also be highly
rewarding. “The best part is…each project is really unique which makes the presentations more
engaging. The presentations are getting so much more interesting so teachers just ask questions
off the cuff (during student presentations)” (S. Nuonsy, personal communication, February 2,
2022). The teachers and panelists are frequently impressed with how students truly own their
ideas and have the evidence to back them up. The final products have particularly increased in
sophistication and quality since the school stopped having students complete PBATs as well as
taking Regents (S. Nuonsy, personal communication, February 2, 2022).
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It is a widely held belief that in order for students to either receive high test scores or
complete a well-done performance assessment, their efforts need to be focused on one of the two
forms of assessment. In schools where teachers and students are trying to meet the demands of
completing project-based performance assessment tasks and taking standardized tests, the result
is often mediocrity. Our students deserve more than mediocrity. Hence, I believe that
dual-language elementary schools need to follow in the footsteps of NYPSC schools in order to
obtain waivers that enable performance assessment as a measure of accountability and
achievement.

Unofficial Performance Assessments in the NYCDOE
Like high schoolers, younger students have been required to take statewide exams for
accountability since the introduction of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (as discussed in
more detail in chapter 1). Federal use of standardized tests for high-stakes decisions has also
trickled down to state and city high-stakes decisions. In 2004, Mayor Bloomberg of New York
City announced that scores on standardized tests would not only determine graduation candidacy
for high schoolers, but they would also determine elementary aged students’ promotion to the
next grade level (Herszenhorn, 2004). In particular, this plan affected third-grade students.
Third-graders were required to score at least in Level 2 of the four levels on the math and reading
state tests (whether that was initially or after a summer school session) in order to be promoted to
fourth-grade, and this announcement jeopardized the promotion of thousands of students
(Herszenhorn, 2004). Suddenly, many elementary schools had an even bigger fight to pick over
standardized testing.
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As discussed, New York City high schools that are a part of the Consortium are officially
using extended-time performance assessment tasks for accountability purposes via a waiver from
most Regents exams. Some elementary schools in the NYCDOE are taking a similar approach on
an unofficial level. Namely, the Brooklyn New School (BNS) is an elementary school in
Brooklyn’s District 15 where the school has educated parents about opting out of the state tests.
BNS parents have been critical in the opt-out movement against standardized testing in NYC
(Harris, 2015). Parents have taken a stand to opt for project-based learning that leads to greater
critical thinking skills over having their students’ curriculum be centered around testing. In fact,
96.4% of students at Brooklyn New School opted out of all state tests in 2019 (McGouldrick,
2019). In a New York Times article about the opt-out movement, a BNS parent explains, “‘These
tests are so developmentally destructive for our kids so I just didn’t want my children to go
through that” (Harris, 2015). Many parents and educators nationwide share the same sentiment
about standardized testing as this parent.
However, Brooklyn New School still holds students and teachers accountable for the
learning happening within classrooms. They use performance assessments, particularly they have
a rubric-based grading system to assess the students on each large project that they complete.
This school’s system of performance assessment was actually presented to me by educators at
my school. We have used their curriculum and assessment method as a guide for some of the
work at my own school. The rubrics include sections that involve both content knowledge,
presentation, and work skills. These rubrics are a holistic way of grading both the student’s
research process as well as their final product. This is a true measure of progress and growth.
Students, families, and teachers at this school feel significantly more satisfied with the results of
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the learning taking place. Teachers have the time to hone in on students’ interests and help the
children learn in a way that creates more meaning long term.
Interestingly enough, many educators and educational policy makers already believe in
the benefits of performance assessments. However, the problem tends to be the way in which it
could be scaled up. Starting small and building up can be a major game changer for large scale
performance assessments in New York. This would also not be the first time that a large group of
schools within a state has used performance assessments for elementary school accountability. In
fact, a group of several districts within Massachusetts have been using performance assessments
for accountability purposes.

Massachusetts Consortium for Innovative Education Assessment (MCIEA)
Massachusetts has been regarded for generations as a center of blooming education in
America. The Massachusetts Consortium for Innovative Education Assessment (MCIEA)
encompasses several public school districts and teachers’ unions within MA, including Boston,
Attleboro, Lowell, Revere, Somerville, and Winchester (Famularo et al., 2018). “Formed in
2016, the Massachusetts Consortium for Innovative Education Assessment…joined together to
create a fair and effective accountability system that offers a more dynamic picture of student
learning and school quality than a single standardized test” (Famularo et al., 2018, p. 1). These
schools focus on performance assessment design that is cross-curricular and teacher-created.
In MA, the statewide test that students take is called the MCAS, and it includes reading,
writing, mathematics, and STEM content. The educators who have formed this consortium echo
the same sentiment about equity as their counterparts in New York: “Standardized testing has
done too little to close persistent achievement gaps…among the states with the largest equity
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gaps in the nation between affluent white students and low-income students, English language
learners, and students of color” (Famularo et al., 2018, p. 1). MA educators decided to take
advantage of the language within the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015), and apply for waivers
to replace standardized testing with local assessment choices (Famularo et al., 2018). They have
been successful in doing so, and thus, MCIEA performance assessment has been well and alive
since 2016.
Jack Schneider, a scholar of MCIEA, explains that standardized tests lack evidence of
many success skills that stakeholders in education are looking for, and they more accurately
measure demographic patterns in education over skills (Schneider, 2018). Standardized tests
scores are more frequently correlated to race and class compared to actual skills and knowledge
in several analyses (Schneider, 2018). Therefore, these are not only subjective measures of
knowledge, but they also do not truly help educators and policy makers to find where the needs
of students really are. Standardized test scores reinforce negative stereotypes and assumptions
based on a biased test (Schneider, 2018). Schneider explains that standardized tests miss the
mark of what schools really are meant to be doing for students’ intellectual and character growth:
… a cross-section of stakeholders agree that schools have multi-pronged responsibilities
for preparing academically knowledgeable, critically thinking, socially responsible, hardworking, psychically healthy, and cultured citizens…. Existing systems are not measuring
all of what matters in public education, and they are holding schools accountable for only
a narrow slice of their full mission. (Schneider, 2018, p. 2)
All of this pushback on standardized tests is not new, it is the same argument held by the
educators in the NY State Performance Standards Consortium. However, the key difference is
that MCIEA focuses on elementary schools instead of on high schools. Since elementary school
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learning is less stratified by subject matter, the performance assessments created are “often
interdisciplinary assessments with clear criteria, expectations, and processes that measure
students’ deeper knowledge and skills within a real world context” (Famularo et al., 2018, p. 6).
The MCIEA has laid out six quality elements of a performance assessment that I believe can be a
solid foundation for quality performance assessments in New York as well (see Illustration 1).

Illustration 1. These six elements are meant to produce performance assessments that “engage students in ways
that standardized tests cannot, giving students more say in how they demonstrate their knowledge in culturally
responsive ways” (Famularo et al, 2018, p. 6).

However, creating Quality Performance Assessments is no easy task for teachers, and it
requires significant amounts of time and professional development. “Participating teachers hone
these necessary skills at MCIEA professional learning institutes….MCIEA teachers from across
consortium districts collaborate in cross-district groups to design, fine-tune, and calibrate
assessments they design” (Famularo et al., 2018, p. 6). Again, this is not unique to MCIEA.
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Instead, professional learning and collaboration by educators is a clear theme in states where
alternative assessments have been designed on a larger scale.
Teachers at participating MCIEA schools can testify to the differences that they have seen
within their teaching, their school community, and their students’ performance. At Lincoln
Elementary School in Revere, MA, all of the teachers are on board with the MCIEA performance
assessment initiative. These teachers meet frequently to align their assessments together during
meetings, and their work is paying off. The school has recognized that “students who typically
struggled with tests, including ELL and Special Education students, are better able to show what
they know” (Famularo et al., 2018, p. 9). As with all change, this was not a quick and easy
transition process. However, the schools that are a part of MCIEA are able to use assessments
that accurately measure their students’ abilities and use this data for accountability instead of
using data they know is flawed and skewed.

New Hampshire’s Performance Assessment for Competency Education (PACE)
In the last decade, the New Hampshire Department of Education (NHDOE) has also been
trying to change assessment methods in order to increase meaningful learning within its public
school. The NHDOE began a pilot project called Performance Assessment for Competency
Education (PACE), “designed to anchor accountability in teacher-generated performance tasks
rather than standardized tests” (Schneider et al., 2016, p.64). In order to do this, the NHDOE
implemented a multi-step process involving educational practitioners on every level.
Educators worked together to create competencies, “broad learning targets representing
key concepts and skills applied within or across content domains,” instead of sticking to
standards which are narrower (Schneider et al., 2016, p. 64). Then, teachers from eight different
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districts worked together to create common performance tasks in each subject area for grades
3-8. Eventually, they administered the tasks to their students, and graded them in teams to ensure
cross-district reliability for scoring (Schneider et al., 2016). The teachers determine the body of
work that will encompass a portfolio that is to be graded using the competencies as well as
Work-Study Practices, or habits of mind. Larger portfolios can be considered within the school
for progress ratings, while proficiency ratings are used to compare students’ scores across the
state (Schneider et al., 2016).
The accountability system designed through PACE is significantly more comprehensive
of a student’s abilities than test scores, and “portfolios of student work evaluated and reported
consistently across teachers…(are) credible enough to render standardized tests unnecessary”
(Schneider et al., 2016, p. 65). Students are not being judged on the work they are able to do in
one day, but instead over an extended period of time. The addition of Work-Study Practices
include creativity, communication, collaboration, and self-direction (Schneider et. al, 2016).
These are all habits of mind that are particularly useful for students throughout the course of their
educational career, as well as later in life regardless of career trajectory (Schneider et. al, 2016).
Including the Work-Study Practices within proficiency ratings helps to hold educators
accountable for developing soft skills that children will carry with them through life. This adds a
social-emotional component to teaching that is missing when teachers are basing their
curriculum solely on academic standards.
PACE has been helping schools in New Hampshire to fight against narrowing curriculum
in order to teach to the test, but there are still drawbacks to the portfolio-based performance
assessment system they have developed. Schneider, Feldman, and French (2016, p. 65) warn that
“developing common assessments across different education contexts won’t be easy.” This is a
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particularly salient point when one thinks about applying this system to elementary schools in the
NYCDOE.
There are literally hundreds of schools within the NYCDOE with different missions,
focuses, and populations that create different educational contexts. It would be challenging to
create common assessment tasks that can apply to all students in all of these schools. However, if
the focus begins with just dual-language schools in grades 3-5, the context is more similar. At all
of these schools, students are multilingual learners and they are participating in programs with
the goal of biliteracy across content areas. Most dual-language programs include students who
are immigrants or descendants of recent immigrants to the United States. While the cultures and
languages across programs differ, the concept behind the educational model does not.
Consequently, the problem of educational context is minimized to some extent.
Another lesson to learn from PACE is the sheer amount of time and effort needed to
ensure that assessment tasks are clear, and ratings are reliable and valid. Teams of educators were
needed at multiple steps in the process to create PACE in New Hampshire, including educators
from across several districts and schools. This would be a challenge in the NYCDOE, a city
where substitute teachers are few and far between. To pull dozens of educators out of classrooms
on the same day multiple times can create a staffing shortage that would leave schools
scrambling. Furthermore, since these duties are outside of union-contracted duties, teachers may
require outside compensation for their time and effort. Finding the funds and time for the
educators involved in creating a cross-district performance assessment system may be a
challenge.
Further, NY state needs to support the entire effort, or else “it will place undue burden on
teachers and schools. States interested in pursuing such work should secure adequate resources
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and begin with small pilot projects” (Schneider et al., 2016, p. 65). This recommendation
highlights the need for the NY Board of Regents to back the movement towards performance
assessment, but not jump all in at once. I believe that starting with one or two dual-language
elementary schools in the NYCDOE for a pilot project will benefit students who need this switch
in assessment the most, and it will not overwhelm the system.
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CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTION
In conclusion, I strongly believe that creating an elementary-level version of performance
based assessment tasks would benefit all students, but particularly multilingual students who are
enrolled in elementary dual-language programs. Obtaining a waiver from ESSA would be
necessary in order for this assessment to be considered valid annual assessment for a subset of
NYCDOE students.
Hopefully, the switch in assessment (and thus, curriculum focus) would help obtain more
equitable assessment outcomes. Testing and data collection is not going away, but it has been
changing over the years. More and more educators, policymakers, families, and students
themselves have fought against the tide of state testing. This is a vision that seems realistic and
viable. As the education system rises out of the COVID pandemic slowly but surely, there has
never been a better time to push for change.
Dual language elementary educators can join together in a consortium model to build a
performance assessment system that will be more supportive of the dual-language model and
reflect student learning more accurately. As stated earlier, there are 161 dual-language
elementary programs in the NYCDOE (New York City Department of Education, 2021). The
contexts of the educational model will vary from school to school, but the goal of the
dual-language program will remain consistent: to educate students to be bilingual, biliterate, and
bicultural. Performance assessments can more accurately reflect the ability of educators to reach
these goals.
Standardized testing has been yet another way that the American educational system has
inevitably dragged down black and brown students. The abyss of educational achievement has
only been growing the longer that these tests are used, despite attempts to “bridge the gap.”
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Performance assessment has been shown to provide less racist, classicist outcomes. Therefore, a
call for performance assessment is also a call for anti-racist pedagogy. Anti-racism is necessary
in all classrooms, but it is especially relevant when discussing dual-language programs where the
majority of students are marginalized based on their race, class, and language background.
One limitation of my work is I did not have the opportunity to fully examine the extent of
privatization of education due to dependence on test scores. Charter schools are frequently
funded by white guilt donations that are used as tax write-offs. Billions of dollars and thousands
of jobs are a result of the testing industry (Avilés, 2021). Dismantling this privatization can begin
with the shift away from standardized testing, but it can create shockwaves. To what extent, I am
not sure. More work needs to be done to understand the impact that privatization has on
upholding the testing culture in place in the United States.
Regardless, the children served by dual-language elementary schools in New York City
deserve quality programs that are assessed based on the goals that they are supposedly reaching
for. Further, these children–and all children–deserve a holistic education that is not wrought with
test-anxiety. Instead, they should be creating meaningful learning through experiences that are
relevant to their lives. Really, these should be goals for every educational program. Performance
assessments can bring these goals one step closer to reality if followed through properly.
After pursuing this academic venture, I want to translate what I have learned into my own
school and classroom. In my school, we already have project-based learning in place. However,
students are still being assessed by the state based on their NY State Exam scores. This is not a
fair measure of my students’ abilities, and I cannot stand to be complacent with this fact. I plan
on presenting all of my findings to my school community. I want to work with my administration
and fellow teachers to make performance assessment the measure of student learning in my
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school, and hopefully, lobby for a waiver from the Board of Regents. I know that this journey
will not be easy, but I am hopeful that it is achievable with significant determination.
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